Hockenheim Pro-Am 
Wherein professional fast guy Paul Gentilozzi tests the Porsche 911 GT3 Cup race car and we get a turn behind the wheel, too 

BY J.P. VETTRAINO 

	HOCKENHEIM PRO-AM

	  Paul Gentilozzi: You won't win driving a Porsche 911 GT3 Cup like it was a Trans-Am racer


Let's start by taking Porsche's assertion at face value: Porsche Pirelli Supercup is the fastest single-marque racing series anywhere. 

Okay. Enthusiasts and racers in the United States can now buy the spec race car-a model named the 911 GT3 Cup. But unlike those Americans who buy Ferrari Challenge race cars, the Porsche owners don't have a marque racing series to run in. North America, Porsche's largest export market by a mile, long the sports car maker's cash cow, does not have its own Supercup series. 

If the series is so appealing, why not? 

We'll wait a minute to answer because circumstance allows us to indulge ourselves. 

	

	Porsche’s GT3 Cup spec racer, the ride of choice in the Porsche Pirelli Supercup, is built from the GT3 road car—a car never sold in the United States. 


Journalists are paid to get questions answered, not to drive race cars, and for good reason. Such evaluations are best left to experts-in this case, we chose double Trans-Am series champion Paul Gentilozzi, who had driven in the Supercup race last fall at Indianapolis in support of the F1 race weekend. 

That leaves the writer with the enviable privilege-the indulgence-of driving a Porsche 911 GT3 Cup on one of the world's great racetracks for no particular purpose. The expert's thoughts on hustling a 911 around Germany's Hockenheimring are in the accompanying sidebar story penned by Gentilozzi-who also offered some provocative opinions in response to our questions about Supercup, America, and what place there is in our country for the 911 GT3 Cup spec racer. 

THE 911 GT3 CUP CAR suits any race series governed by international GT3 rules, though it might not be competitive in all of them. It's the only car allowed in the Supercup, and as racing goes, Supercup is relatively inexpensive. The return on investment, measured by exposure, is high. Supercup events accompany F1 weekends at 11 Grand Prix venues. There are also national Carrera Cup series in Germany, France and Japan using the same car. 

The GT3 Cup is built from the GT3 road car, which was produced in limited volume and never sold in North America. The GT3 is to our Carrera 4 as the GT2 is to the Turbo, based on the idea that less is more. Equipment deemed superfluous to speed is stripped, and engine displacement is increased from 3.4 to 3.6 liters, with the block modified for dry-sump lubrication. The GT3 engine makes 370 horsepower at 7200 rpm and 273 lb-ft of torque at 6250; it transfers without modification to the GT3 Cup, right down to the catalytic convertors. 

The race car adds a welded roll cage and onboard air jacks. Ride height is lowered and the suspension is tuned for racing. Internally vented, cross-drilled rotors measure 13 inches at each wheel. The transmission has synchromesh gears and the clutch is designed as the sacrificial component in the drivetrain-it's meant to melt before the engine is wrecked if a driver over-revs during a downshift. 

The GT3 Cup's doors are fiberglass, and its rear deck, rear windows and adjustable rear wing are plastic. So trimmed, the car weighs 2513 pounds (400 less than a North American Carrera 2). Porsche's current 996 platform delivers significant improvements for racing beyond its multilink rear suspension. The company says the GT3 Cup is 30 percent stiffer than the factory-backed, 993-based GT1 that won Le Mans in 1997. You can buy all this for $106,000 U.S. (less than a 911 Turbo), with rain tires. The required Pirelli race slicks are extra. 

But that's all you need, or all you can use. In Supercup and Carrera Cup, the engines are sealed to the teams and maintained by Porsche. The series-Porsche-sets spring and shock rates. Team adjustments are limited to track and camber in front, and wing setting in back. That's the racing equivalent of choosing sport or economy mode on the automatic transmission in a neighbor's midsize sedan. 
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IS THE GT3 CUP A RACE CAR? The expert thinks so. After a few laps with longtime Porsche racer Walter Roehrl and a brief recon run around Hockenheim's short course, Gentilozzi was turning laps in the low one-minute, 13-second range without "the freedom of owning the car," his words for a reluctance to bend it or look like a fool. The Porsche Junior Team drivers, testing the same day for the factory-backed Supercup team, ran two seconds quicker. The unofficial short-course record, set recently by Bernd Schneider in the factory Mercedes DTM car, is one minute flat. 

"This is a relatively bulletproof spec car that requires skill to race and provides a high level of competition," says Gentilozzi. "It draws a fine line between control and out of control. You have to force yourself to work on the driving. Porsche has done exactly what it intended to do." 

West central Germany still feels the nip of winter in late March. We shiver as we get ready to take our turn behind the wheel, but not from the cold. The eerie quiet of 100,000 empty grandstand seats and the weight of Clark, Senna and Schumacher press against our ill-fitting overalls. 

To the journalist, this is definitely a race car. One hundred-plus horsepower per normally aspirated liter, particularly in this displacement class, is prime fare on anyone's menu. The GT3 Cup is quicker than 95 percent of the machinery we've tested (3.8 seconds 0 to 60 mph, easy), and the database after more than a dozen years in this game is respectably large. 

The cable-operated shifter-snick, snick-is almost unbelievably sweet. The brakes grab hard enough to stretch eyeballs from sockets unaccustomed to such force. We got nowhere near the GT3's 178-mph top speed, but we shifted at redline and loaded the Pirelli slicks in the Sachskurve and braked hard for the tight right before the pit straight. 

We imagined 956s in 1000-kilometer enduros and felt the sound of 40,000 air horns blasting in unison, as supposedly staid Germans hoist their pints when Schumacher burns a pole-winning qualifier. We remembered the tiny stone memorial in the grass near the Jim Clark chicane, and the words of racer Chris Amon: "If it could happen to him, what chance did the rest of us have?" And as we were taken by the moment and pushed a little harder, we got bit. 
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	The 3.6-liter engine in the GT3 is outfitted with a dry-sump lubrication system, delivers 370 horsepower at 7200 rpm and propels the 2513-pound car to nosebleed speeds. 


Accelerating onto the pit straight, a little too hard on the gas, the mass of the engine hanging in back started to move toward the front. The intuitive reflex of lifting-a reflex good 911 drivers have learned to subvert-finished the job. The GT3 Cup spun 270 degrees onto the inside grass. These rules of engagement: You spin, you come in. End of session. End of indulgence. 

JOURNALISTS GO TO RACETRACKS to ask questions. And the primary one on this journey is this: Is $106,000 (plus shipping) money well spent for the GT3 Cup? If you're a Porschephile in the States it might be. By Porsche's admission, you are as fanatical as any, but you would have no national spec series to race in. 

"We have other options here and we don't really need one," says Porsche Cars North America spokesman Bob Carlson. "The Porsche Club of America has its own 20-race series. There are eight or nine GT3 Cup cars in the Speedvision Cup. There's Grand-Am and the American Le Mans Series. As it stands, there are plenty of opportunities to race our cars." 

Our expert has another possible explanation. Gentilozzi's opinions are never limited to the driving, and he's not shy about sharing them. In a sense, he agrees with Carlson. 

"This isn't charity work," he says. "It's one, a marketing exercise, and two, a profit center. They can move the cars [in America] without a race series, so we don't have a race series." 

Yet Gentilozzi the cultural anthropologist sees deeper issues. He points out that most one-make series have short shelf lives in the States. 

"It really is a shut-up-and-race series, and maybe that's why we don't have it," he says. "You have the same shocks, brakes and tires as everyone else, so all you can do is shut up and drive. Maybe we're not smart enough to appreciate the value of that. 

"I think Americans are a little insecure working on that level. We want to throw everything in-call it ingenuity if you want-to give us an edge. It's kind of the hot rod experience. And I think maybe we want to be able to make excuses. When the cars are bolted shut, it's harder to point to anything but the driver when you lose." 

Porsche has sold 18 copies of the 2001 911 GT3 Cup to customers in the States. Besides the PCA events and the Speedvision Cup, the cars are eligible for the GT3-equivalent classes in the ALMS and Grand American Road Racing. Yet the GT3 Cup was developed for sprint races with a single driver. 

Porsche's current top-line race car-the GT3 RS-is better suited to the big leagues. It costs $200,000, and it's more expensive to campaign than the GT3 Cup, but it starts with 420 horsepower. 

In Europe, thanks to its association with F1, the Porsche Pirelli Supercup has few gentlemen racers. Hot shoes from Supercup have graduated to bigger and better things. Patrick Huisman and Bernd Maylander, last season's Supercup champion and runner-up, now drive works cars in the DTM (German Touring Car Championship)-sort of Germany's counterpart to Winston Cup. Retired F1 drivers such as Jochen Mass, Jacques Lafitte and Jean-Pierre Jarier regularly race Supercup. 

In comparison, the Ferrari Challenge in both Europe and the United States is geared toward gentlemen racers. Drivers who have recently competed in a professional series are expressly prohibited from entering the Ferrari-only series. Both series ran in support of last year's U.S. Grand Prix at Indianapolis and the difference between pro and amateur orientation couldn't have been more starkly illustrated. The Porsches were fast and serious. The Ferraris were having fun. 

"Challenge [racing] is probably more romantic, and I'm sure the quality of shoes and watches in the paddock is a lot higher," says Gentilozzi. "Ferrari Challenge drivers might have more ego about their abilities, and some of them are really very good. But if a successful surgeon goes to the country club and says 'I drive the Ferrari Challenge,' people go, 'Whoa, Ferrari! That's great. Bill races a Ferrari.' Bill may be six feet tall, but he's feeling six-five after that. 
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	With the engine sitting behind the rear axle, the secret to driving the Porsche GT3—or any 911—quickly, is early application of the brakes followed by what you would normally think of as an early application of the throttle. 


"It's not a slam to say that there is less professionalism in the Ferrari Challenge. It's by design. They know it would screw up their purpose if they let a bunch of professional fast guys in." If professionalism in the strictest sense separates Supercup from the typical one-make series, it still has its advantages. 

"If you're an aspiring young race driver, and your dad's not in the Mafia and you don't have drug money, there's a lot of good reasons to look at something like this," says Gentilozzi. "The drivers are respected. If you win there, it isn't about how much engineering you have or how many data you can read, because there aren't any data, or an excuse machine called the computer. The venues are all F1 races, so you have a reasonable chance of getting noticed. 

"But if you're older, looking at racing as a place to invest your energy and enthusiasm, I'm not sure how a spec series would appeal to you. It wouldn't have appealed to me when I started road racing. I'm a hot rodder. Part of the deal is being able to put a good race car on the track. 

Whether you're actually good or bad at that, the quest is an important element. The pleasure is in the creating, but it isn't necessarily the right way if your goal is to be a professional race car driver." 

PROFESSIONAL FAST GUYS, profit centers, romance, egos. People race automobiles for different reasons. We can say with certainty that the Porsche 911 GT3 Cup racer is one reasonable way to go racing, and also that there is not likely to be a Porsche-sanctioned spec series using the car any time soon in the United States. 

We can also say that driving a racing Porsche at Hockenheim for "no particular reason" is as good a reason as any. 

Ready for the rocking chair? 
You can drive a Porsche 911 GT3 Cup like it was a Trans-Am racer, but you won't win that way 
BY PAUL GENTILOZZI 

	HOCKENHEIM PRO-AM

	  Professional fast guy Paul Gentilozzi tests the Porsche 911 GT3 Cup race car


Here's the deal. You're flat on the gas down the pit straight at Hockenheim, approaching 150 mph. When you get to the "2" marker before the Nordkurve, hard on the brakes, you downshift from fifth through second. You feel the front end hunting while the ABS selects the best loading as you turn toward the apex, then you roll off the brake to the throttle and upshift to third just as you cross the outside curbing at the exit. That's how we do it, isn't it? 

If you're driving a 2001 Porsche 911 GT3 Cup using that technique-a technique I've used for 20 years in sedan racing in the United States-you're going to be near the back of the Porsche Pirelli Supercup field. How do I know this? I've been there. 

When I went to Indianapolis last year to do the Porsche Pirelli Supercup race during the Formula One weekend, there was no coaching of any kind. Like Al Unser Jr., Mario Andretti and all of the other Porsche neophytes participating, I drove like I knew how. But after five laps around Hockenheim with former World Rally champion Walter Roehrl it became painfully evident that the required technique for Supercup driving is much different from what I'm accustomed to. 
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	Paul Gentilozzi strapped in to the GT3. 


The Porsche 911 GT3 Cup is a real race car, but it's a race car with the engine behind the transaxle. Its polar moment and weight bias don't match the 50-50 norm we're accustomed to in Trans-Am; moreover, it changes all intuitive driving techniques for front- or mid-engine race cars. The 911 GT3 Cup requires a special finesse that starts when you pick that brake point at the end of a straightaway. Being the last guy to brake for the corner makes you the first victim. The rear weight bias inherent in all 911-type Porsches becomes an enemy. 

I noticed Walter was two car-lengths earlier with his braking than I had been during my reconnaissance lap, but four car-lengths earlier on his throttle application. The key to driving the 911 GT3 quickly is initiating acceleration as early as possible after brake application. Think of it as a rocking chair. If you lean too far forward, the weight is on the front of the legs and you have very little control or balance if you leaned the chair laterally. If you just roll a little bit back in the rocking motion, you have the weight centered. Lateral balance and stability are much better. 

We can't do anything about the rear weight prejudice in the 911. Early throttle application means longitudinal acceleration to help propel the car forward without the inertia at the back of the car trying to pass the front in a lateral sweep. 

For you Porsche owners who have hustled your cars around the streets or a racetrack, this probably seems basic. Yet to the uninitiated, it's a 100-watt bulb shedding light on the dark mystery of driving Porsches fast. Once adapted to the style, you can really enjoy the 911 GT3. With Walter's driving lesson, and a little mental discipline, I almost forgot where the engine was. The 911 GT3 Cup became a well-balanced, pleasurable race car. 

I drove the car hard on the brakes and the gas, using all of the engine, and it never faltered or complained. Heck, they even let real journalists drive it. If they couldn't break it, it must be bulletproof. 

